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SOLD-OXDE FUEL CELL SYSTEM HAVING A 
FUEL COMBUSTOR TO PRE-HEAT REFORMER 

ON START-UP 

TECHNICAL FIELD 

0001. The present invention relates to hydrogen/oxygen 
fuel cells having a Solid-oxide electrolytic layer Separating 
an anode layer from a cathode layer; more particularly, to 
fuel cell assemblies and Systems comprising a catalytic 
hydrocarbon reformer for providing reformate fuel to the 
anodes, and most particularly, to Such a fuel cell System 
including a fuel combustor for providing heated exhaust gas 
to rapidly heat the reformer upon Start-up and thereby 
Shorten the Start-up period. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

0002 Fuel cells which generate electric current by the 
electrochemical combination of hydrogen and oxygen are 
well known. In one form of Such a fuel cell, an anodic layer 
and a cathodic layer are Separated by an electrolyte formed 
of a ceramic Solid oxide. Such a fuel cell is known in the art 
as a “solid oxide fuel cell” (SOFC). Hydrogen, either pure 
or reformed from hydrocarbons, is flowed along the outer 
Surface of the anode and diffuses into the anode. Oxygen, 
typically from air, is flowed along the Outer Surface of the 
cathode and diffuses into the cathode. Each O molecule is 
split and reduced to two Of anions catalytically by the 
cathode. The Oxygen anions transport through the electrolyte 
and combine at the anode/electrolyte interface with four 
hydrogen ions to form two molecules of water. The anode 
and the cathode are connected externally through a load to 
complete the circuit whereby four electrons are transferred 
from the anode to the cathode. When hydrogen is derived by 
“reforming hydrocarbons Such as gasoline in the presence 
of limited oxygen, the “reformate” gas includes CO which 
is converted to CO at the anode via an oxidation process 
Similar to that performed on the hydrogen. Reformed gaso 
line is a commonly used fuel in automotive fuel cell appli 
cations. 

0003) A single cell is capable of generating a relatively 
Small Voltage and wattage, typically between about 0.5 volt 
and about 1.0 volt, depending upon load, and less than about 
2 watts per cm of cell Surface. Therefore, in practice it is 
known to Stack together, in electrical Series, a plurality of 
cells. Because each anode and cathode must have a free 
Space for passage of gas over its Surface, the cells are 
Separated by perimeter spacers which are Selectively vented 
to permit flow of gas to the anodes and cathodes as desired 
but which form Seals on their axial Surfaces to prevent gas 
leakage from the Sides of the Stack. The perimeter Spacers 
may include dielectric layers to insulate the interconnects 
from each other. Adjacent cells are connected electrically by 
“interconnect elements in the Stack, the outer Surfaces of 
the anodes and cathodes being electrically connected to their 
respective interconnects by electrical contacts disposed 
within the gas-flow Space, typically by a metallic foam 
which is readily gas-permeable or by conductive filaments. 
The outermost, or end, interconnects of the Stack define 
electric terminals, or “current collectors,' which may be 
connected acroSS a load. 

0004. A complete SOFC system typically includes aux 
iliary Subsystems for, among other requirements, generating 
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fuel by catalytically reforming, or partially oxidizing, ali 
phatic hydrocarbons Such as are components of gasoline and 
diesel fuel. 

0005 Solid-oxide fuel cells operate at elevated tempera 
tures, for two reasons: first, the reformer requires high 
temperature for efficient catalysis, and Second, the Solid 
oxide electrolyte in the fuel cells requires high temperature 
for permeability of the oxygen anion. Under normal oper 
ating conditions, the oxidative processes in the reformer and 
fuel cells are Sufficiently exothermic that Supplemental heat 
is not required. 
0006. However, at start-up of Such a fuel cell system from 
ambient temperature, a significant period of endothermic 
non-productivity is encountered as the reformer and fuel 
cells are brought up to operating temperature, typically by 
passing pre-heated air through the appropriate air flow 
passages. 

0007 What is needed is a means for more rapidly heating 
the reformer and fuel cell Stacks in a fuel cell System upon 
Start-up. 

0008. It is a principal object of the present invention to 
Shorten the Start-up period of a Solid-oxide fuel cell System. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

0009 Briefly described, in a solid-oxide fuel cell system, 
a catalytic reformer partially oxidizes hydrocarbon fuel to 
provide a reformed fuel (reformate) for use by the fuel cells 
in generating electricity. Both the reformer and the fuel cells 
require elevated temperatures for Satisfactory operation. The 
reformer unit is provided with a combustion chamber and 
igniter ahead of the catalytic reformer plates Such that, 
during Start-up or other times of Sub-optimal temperatures in 
the reformer and fuel cells as may arise, fuel/air mixture 
otherwise destined for reformation may be ignited in the 
combustion chamber to provide a hot combustion exhaust. 
The exhaust then is fed through the catalytic reformer and 
the anode reformate flow Spaces to assist in rapidly bringing 
the fuel cell System to operating temperature. Preferably, the 
exhaust is also then fed through the thermal jacket Space 
around the fuel cell Stacks before being discharged from the 
System, to maximize the energy extracted therefrom. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

0010. These and other features and advantages of the 
invention will be more fully understood and appreciated 
from the following description of certain exemplary embodi 
ments of the invention taken together with the accompany 
ing drawings, in which: 

0011 FIG. 1 is a schematic cross-sectional view of a 
two-cell stack of Solid oxide fuel cells; 
0012 FIG. 2 is a schematic mechanization diagram of an 
SOFC system in accordance with the invention; 
0013 FIG. 3 is an isometric view from above of a 
two-stack fuel cell assembly, shown connected electrically 
in Series between two current collectors, 
0014 FIG. 4 is an isometric view like that shown in FIG. 
3, with a cover enclosing the Stacks, 
0015 FIG. 5 is an elevational cross-sectional view taken 
along line 5-5 in FIG. 4; 
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0016 FIG. 6 is an elevational cross-sectional view taken 
along line 6-6 in FIG. 4; 
0017 FIG. 7 is an equatorial cross-sectional view taken 
along line 7-7 in FIG. 4; 
0.018 FIG. 8 is an isometric view from above, showing 
a fuel cell assembly comprising the apparatus of FIG. 4 
mounted on a manifold in accordance with the invention, 
along with reforming, combusting, and heat eXchanging 
apparatus for Servicing the fuel cell Stacks, 
0019 FIG. 9 is an isometric view from above, showing 
the fuel cell assembly of FIG. 8 mounted in the lower 
element of a thermal enclosure; 

0020 FIG. 10 is an isometric view from above of an air 
Supply assembly for controllably providing air to the fuel 
cell assembly shown in FIGS. 8 and 9; 
0021 FIG. 11 is an exploded isometric view of a fuel cell 
System in accordance with the invention, showing the air 
supply assembly of FIG. 10 disposed in a structural enclo 
Sure, and showing the fuel cell assembly of FIG. 9 fully 
enclosed by both upper and lower elements of a thermal 
enclosure; 
0022 FIG. 12 is an isometric view from above of a fully 
assembled fuel cell System in accordance with the invention; 
0023 FIG. 13 is an exploded isometric view from the 
front, showing a multi-element basal manifold in accordance 
with the invention for distributing air and reformate fuel and 
exhaust products through and around the fuel cell Stacks, as 
shown in FIG. 8: 
0024 FIG. 14 is an isometric view from the rear, show 
ing the manifold of FIG. 13 partially assembled; 
0025 FIG. 15 is an isometric view from the rear, show 
ing the manifold of FIG. 13 further assembled; 
0026 FIG. 16 is a plan view of the lower level of 
chambers formed by the lower two elements shown in FIG. 
13; 
0027 FIG. 17 is a plan view of the upper level of 
chambers formed by the third and fourth elements shown in 
FIG. 13; 
0028 FIG. 18 is a plan view of the uppermost element 
shown in FIG. 13, showing the mounting surface for the 
apparatus shown in FIG. 8. 
0029 FIG. 19 is an isometric view from above of a fuel 
reformer and waste energy recovery (reforWER) system in 
accordance with the invention; 
0030 FIG. 20 is an isometric view from above of an 
elevational longitudinal section of the reforWER system 
shown in FIG. 19; 
0.031 FIG. 21 is a plan view of a first horizontal section 
of the reforWER system shown in FIG. 19, showing the path 
of fuel reformation through the System; 
0.032 FIG. 22 is a plan view of a second horizontal 
section of the reforWER system shown in FIG. 19, showing 
the path of combustor exhaust and exchange of heat through 
the System; 

0033 FIG. 23 is a detailed isometric view from above of 
an air distribution manifold assembly shown in FIG. 10; and 
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0034 FIG. 24 is a horizontal cross-sectional view 
through the manifold shown in FIG. 23. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENTS 

0035) Referring to FIG. 1, a fuel cell stack 10 includes 
elements known in the art of Solid-Oxide fuel cell Stacks 
comprising more than one fuel cell. The example shown 
includes two identical fuel cells 11, connected in Series, and 
is of a class of Such fuel cells Said to be “anode-Supported” 
in that the anode is a Structural element having the electro 
lyte and cathode deposited upon it. Element thicknesses as 
shown are not to Scale. 

0036) Each fuel cell 11 includes an electrolyte element 14 
Separating an anodic element 16 and a cathodic element 18. 
Each anode and cathode is in direct chemical contact with its 
respective Surface of the electrolyte, and each anode and 
cathode has a respective free Surface 20.22 forming one wall 
of a respective passageway 24.26 for flow of gas acroSS the 
surface. Anode 16 of one fuel cell 11 faces and is electrically 
connected to an interconnect 28 by filaments 30 extending 
acroSS but not blocking passageway 24. Similarly, cathode 
18 of fuel cell 11 faces and is electrically connected to 
interconnect 28 by filaments 30 extending across but not 
blocking passageway 26. Similarly, cathode 18 of a Second 
fuel cell 11 faces and is electrically connected to a cathodic 
current collector 32 by filaments 30 extending across but not 
blocking passageway 26, and anode 16 of fuel cell 11 faces 
and is electrically connected to an anodic current collector 
34 by filaments 30 extending across but not blocking pas 
Sageway 24. Current collectors 32.34 may be connected 
across a load 35 in order that the fuel cell stack 10 performs 
electrical work. Passageways 24 are formed by anode Spac 
ers 36 between the perimeter of anode 16 and either inter 
connect 28 or anodic current collector 34. Passageways 26 
are formed by cathode spacers 38 between the perimeter of 
electrolyte 14 and either interconnect 28 or cathodic current 
collector 32. Anode spacer 36 and cathode spacer 38 are 
formed from sheet Stock in Such a way as to yield the desired 
height of the anode passageways 24 and cathode passage 
ways 26. 

0037 Preferably, the interconnect and the current collec 
tors are formed of an alloy, typically a “Superalloy,” which 
is chemically and dimensionally stable at the elevated tem 
peratures necessary for fuel cell operation, generally about 
750° C. or higher, for example, Hastelloy, Haynes 230, or a 
Stainless Steel. The electrolyte is formed of a ceramic oxide 
and preferably includes Zirconia stabilized with yttrium 
oxide (yttria), known in the art as YSZ. The cathode is 
formed of, for example, porous lanthanum Strontium man 
ganate or lanthanum Strontium iron, and the anode is formed 
of, for example, a mixture of nickel and YSZ. 
0038. In operation (FIG. 1), reformate gas 21 is provided 
to passagewayS24 at a first edge 25 of the anode free Surface 
20, flows parallel to the surface of the anode across the 
anode in a first direction, and is removed at a Second and 
opposite edge 29 of anode surface 20. Hydrogen and CO 
diffuse into the anode to the interface with the electrolyte. 
Oxygen 31, typically in air, is provided to passageways 26 
at a first edge 39 of the cathode free surface 22, flows 
parallel to the Surface of the cathode in a Second direction 
which can be orthogonal to the first direction of the refor 
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mate (second direction shown in the same direction as the 
first for clarity in FIG. 1), and is removed at a second and 
opposite edge 43 of cathode Surface 22. Molecular oxygen 
gas (O) diffuses into the cathode and is catalytically 
reduced to two Ofanions by accepting four electrons from 
the cathode and the cathodic current collector 32 or the 
interconnect 28 via filaments 30. The electrolyte ionically 
conducts or transports Of anions to the anode electrolyte 
innerface where they combine with four hydrogen atoms to 
form two water molecules, giving up four electrons to the 
anode and the anodic current collector 34 or the interconnect 
28 via filaments 30. Thus cells 11 are connected in series 
electrically between the two current collectors, and the total 
Voltage and wattage between the current collectors is the 
Sum of the Voltage and wattage of the individual cells in a 
fuel cell Stack. 

0.039 Referring to FIG. 2, a schematic mechanization 
diagram of a Solid-oxide fuel cell System 12 in accordance 
with the invention includes auxiliary equipment and con 
trols. 

0040. A conventional high speed inlet air pump 48 draws 
inlet air 50 through an air filter 52, past a first MAF sensor 
54, through a Sonic Silencer 56, and through a cooling Shroud 
58 surrounding pump 48. 

0041 Air output 60 from pump 48, at a pressure sensed 
by pressure Sensor 61, is first Split into branched conduits 
between a feed 62 and a feed 72. Feed 62 goes as burner 
cooling air 64 to a tail gas afterburner 66 having an igniter 
67 via a second MAF sensor 68 and a burner cool air control 
valve 70. 

0042. Feed 72 is further split into branched conduits 
between an anode air feed 74 and a cathode air feed 75. 
Anode feed 74 goes to a hydrocarbon fuel vaporizer 76 via 
a third MAF sensor 78 and reformer air control valve 80. A 
portion of anode air feed 74 may be controllably diverted by 
control valve 82 through the cool side 83 of reformate 
pre-heat heat eXchanger 84, then recombined with the non 
tempered portion such that feed 74 is tempered to a desired 
temperature on its way to vaporizer 76. Downstream of 
vaporizer 76 is a start-up combustor 77 having an igniter 79. 
During start-up, when the reformer is cold or well below 
operating temperature, vaporized fuel is ignited in combus 
tor 77 and the burned gas is passed directly through the 
reformer to warm the plates therein more rapidly. Obviously, 
the Start-up combustor is deactivated during normal opera 
tion of the System. 

0043 Cathode air feed 75 is controlled by cathode air 
control valve 86 and may be controllably diverted by 
cathode air preheat bypass valve 88 through the cool side 90 
of cathode air pre-heat heat eXchanger 92 on its way to 
StackS 44,46. After passing through the cathode Sides of the 
cells in stacks 44,46, the partially spent, heated air 93 is fed 
to burner 66. 

0044) A hydrocarbon fuel feed pump 94 draws fuel from 
a Storage tank 96 and delivers the fuel via a pressure 
regulator 98 and filter 100 to a fuel injector 102 which 
injects the fuel into vaporizer 76. The injected fuel is 
combined with air feed 74, vaporized, and fed to a reformer 
catalyst 104 in main fuel reformer 106 which reforms the 
fuel to, principally, hydrogen and carbon monoxide. Refor 
mate 108 from catalyst 104 is fed to the anodes in stacks 
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44,46. Unconsumed fuel 110 from the anodes is fed to 
afterburner 66 where it is combined with air supplies 64 and 
93 and is burned. When gases are below self ignition 
temperature, they are ignited by igniter 67. The hot burner 
gases 112 are passed through a cleanup catalyst 114 in main 
reformer 106. The effluent 115 from catalyst 114 is passed 
through the hot sides 116,118 of heat exchangers 84, 92, 
respectively, to heat the incoming cathode and anode air. The 
partially-cooled effluent 115 is fed to a manifold 120 Sur 
rounding StackS 44,46 from whence it is eventually 
exhausted 122. 

0045 Still referring to FIG.2, a first check valve 150 and 
a first oxygen getter device 124 are provided in the conduit 
feeding reformate 108 to the anodes (not visible) in stacks 
44,46. A Second check valve 152 and Second oxygen getter 
device 126 are similarly provided in the conduit feeding 
spent reformate 110 from the anodes to afterburner 66. As 
described above, during cool-down of the fuel cell Stacks 
after shut-down of the assembly, it is important to prevent 
migration of oxygen into anode passages 24 wherein anode 
Surface 20, comprising metallic nickel, would be Subject to 
damaging oxidation. Each check valve includes a typical 
frusto-conical valve seat 154 receptive of a valve ball 156. 
Preferably, each valve 150,152 is oriented within assembly 
12 such that the ball is held in the seat by gravity when 
reformate is flowed through the system in the forward 
direction. Thus, fuel flow opens the valve sufficiently for 
fuel to pass in the forward direction. When assembly 12 is 
shut down, each valve is closed by gravity. The valves may 
not be identical, as oxygen flows opposite to the reformate 
in valve 152, but in the same direction as the reformate in 
valve 150; the so the balls and seats may require different 
weights and/or sizes to function as intended. Each getter 
124,126 includes a passageway 128 having an inlet 130 and 
an outlet 132 through which reformate is passed during 
operation of the fuel cell assembly. Within the passageway 
is a readily-oxidized material 134 (oxygen-reducing means), 
for example, nickel metal foam, nickel wire or nickel mesh, 
which is capable of gettering oxygen by reaction there with 
but which does not present a significant obstruction to flow 
of reformate through the passageway. Nickel in the getters 
reacts with oxygen to produce nickel oxide, NiO, when the 
assembly is shut down, thus protecting the nickel-containing 
anodes from oxidation. When the assembly is turned back 
on, reformate is again produced which, in passing through 
the getters, reduces the NiO back to metallic nickel, allow 
ing the getters to be used repeatedly. 

0046) Still referring to FIG. 2, three-way control valve 
160 is disposed in line 93 conveying spent cathode air from 
the stacks 44.46 to combustor 66. To control combustion 
temperature in combustor 66 by controlling air Volume Sent 
thereto, a portion of spent cathode air may be bypassed 
around the combustor and diverted into the combustor 
exhaust stream downstream of heat exchanger 84. If the 
mixture in the combustor is relatively rich in fuel, as may 
happen during Start-up, the combustion temperature can be 
high enough to generate undesirable oxides of nitrogen 
and/or damage the combustor components. If the mixture is 
relatively lean in fuel, the resulting combustion temperature 
can be too low for Supporting an endothermic reforming 
reaction, or can cause reduced efficiency in the cathode 
pre-heat heat eXchanger 92. 
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0047 For clarity of presentation and to enhance the 
reader's understanding, the numbers of elements of the 
invention as presented further below are grouped in century 
Series depending upon the functional assembly in which the 
elements occur; therefore, elements recited above and 
shown in FIGS. 1 and 2 may have different numerical 
designators when shown and discussed below, e.g., Stacks 
44,46 become stacks 344,346. 
0048 Referring to FIGS.3 through 7, in a fuel cellstack 
assembly 300 in accordance with the invention, the cells 311 
are arranged side-by-side and may comprise a plurality of 
cells 311, respectively, such that each of first stack 344 and 
Second stack 346 is a stack of identical fuel cells 311. The 
plurality of cells is preferably about 30 in each of the two 
stacks. The cells 311 in stack 344 and Stack 346 are 
connected electrically in series by interconnect 347, and the 
Stacks are connected in Series with cathode current collector 
332 and anode current collector 334 on the bottom of the 
stacks. The current collectors are sized to have a “footprint” 
very close to the same dimension as a cover-Sealing flange 
340. The current collectors preferably are adhesively sealed 
to a Stack mounting plate 338, and the Stacks preferably are 
in turn adhesively sealed to the current collectors. The 
sealing flange 340 for the cover 342 and top 343 is then 
mounted and Sealed to the current collector plates. A gasket 
341 between flange 340 and the current collectors is a 
dielectric so that flange 340 does not cause a short between 
the current collectors. Power leads 350,352 are attached to 
current collectors 332,334, respectively, through Strong, 
reliable and highly conductive metallurgical bonds, Such as 
brazing. In this manner, the current collectors may pass 
under the cover mounting flange 340, with no additional 
Sealing or power lead attachment required, and do not have 
to pass undesirably through the cover itself, as in Some prior 
art Stack assemblies. Passing leads through the cover makes 
the assembly more complex and leSS reliable. 
0049 Referring to FIG. 8, a fuel cell assembly 400 in 
accordance with the invention comprises stack assembly 300 
operatively mounted on an integrated fuel/air manifold 
assembly 500 which also supports first and second cathode 
air heat eXchangers 600 and an integrated fuel reformer and 
waste energy recovery unit (“reforWER”) 1100. Assembly 
400 receives air from air supply system 900 (FIGS. 10-12) 
as described below and Selectively preheats air going to the 
reformer. ReforWER 1100 reforms hydrocarbon fuel, such 
as gasoline, into reformate fuel gas comprising mostly 
hydrogen, carbon monoxide, and lower-molecular weight 
hydrocarbons, tempers the air and reformate entering the 
Stacks, Selectively burns fuel not consumed in the Stacks, 
recovers heat energy generated in various internal processes 
which would otherwise be wasted, and exhausts spent air 
and water, all in order to efficiently generate DC electric 
potential across power leads 350,352 (not visible in FIG. 8). 
The structure and internal functioning of reforWER 1100 is 
discussed in detail hereinbelow. 

0050 Referring to FIGS. 9 and 11, there are two basic 
functions for the enclosure of a fuel cell system. The first is 
to provide thermal insulation for the components which 
function at an elevated temperature (700-900 C.) to main 
tain them at that temperature for efficient operation, to 
protect lower temperature components, and to reduce the 
exterior temperature over the Overall unit to a human-safe 
level. The Second is to provide Structural Support for mount 
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ing of individual components, mounting the System to 
another Structure Such as a vehicle, protection of the internal 
components from the exterior environment, and protection 
of the Surrounding environment from the high temperatures 
of the fuel cell assembly. Prior art systems utilize a single 
enclosure to provide all functions, which can be complex 
and costly to fabricate and assemble, and consumptive of 
Space. 

0051) Still referring to FIGS. 9 and 11, in the present 
invention, enclosure of the fuel cell assembly comprises two 
nested enclosures: a thermal enclosure 700 and a structural 
enclosure 800. Fuel cell assembly 400 is first disposed in a 
“clam-shell” type thermal enclosure 700, comprising a bot 
tom portion 702 and a top portion 704, which in turn is 
disposed in a structural enclosure 800. The split line 706 
between bottom portion 702 and top portion 704 is easily 
arranged Such that all pipes, manifolds, Shafts, power leads, 
etc., which need to pass between the “hot Zone”716 within 
the thermal enclosure and the “cool Zone'816 within the 
structural enclosure, do so in the middle of split line 706. 
This provides for easy assembly of the hot components into 
the thermal enclosure. First, all hot Zone components, 
included in assembly 400, are nestled into in bottom portion 
702, which may be provided with a conforming well 708 for 
Securely holding and cushioning assembly 400, as shown in 
FIG. 9. The mating surface 710 of bottom portion 702, along 
Split line 706, is configured as required to accommodate the 
lower halves of the components extending through enclosure 
700. Top portion 704 is configured to matingly engage 
bottom portion 702. Top portion 704 is placed onto bottom 
portion 702 and may be sealed thereto along line 706 as 
desired. Thermal enclosure 700 may be formed of any 
Suitable high-temperature high-efficiency insulating mate 
rial, as is known in the insulating art, and may be a 
composite including a light-weight metal case. The range of 
Suitable insulating materials is expanded by removing the 
constraint of overall Structural integrity afforded by provid 
ing a separate structural enclosure 800. 
0.052 Structural enclosure 800 preferably is fabricated 
from thicker metal, for example, to provide Structural 
Strength and a simple shape, Such as a box with a removable 
lid, for ease of fabrication. Features Such as brackets, Studs, 
electrical connectors, Studs, Weld-nuts, air intake ducts, and 
exhaust ducts, for example, may be part of the Structural 
enclosure for mounting internal components thereto and for 
connecting the System to external Structures. Features for 
vibration and shock isolation (not shown) may also be 
provided with the enclosure. 
0053) The air control assembly 900 is connected to 
elements of fuel cell assembly 400 projecting through split 
line 706; and assemblies 700,900 are then installed within 
structural enclosure 800, as shown in FIG. 12, to form a fuel 
cell system 1000 in accordance with the invention. Prefer 
ably, control system 200 (shown schematically in FIG. 2 as 
power conditioner 202, circuit protection I/O 204, drivers 
206, and electronic control unit 208, but not visible in FIG. 
12) is also installed onboard the system within cool Zone 816 
to minimize the number of discrete signals 210 which must 
be passed through enclosure 800 via connector 820. Note 
also that high current capacity power leads also pass through 
enclosure 800 via dual connectors 821. 

0054) Referring to FIGS. 13 through 18, an integrated 
fuel/air manifold assembly 500 receives air via flexible 
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bellows elements from air supply assembly 900 and 
reformed fuel from reforWER assembly 1100 and conveys 
high temperature air, exhaust, and hydrogen-rich reformate 
fuel to and from the core components of the System. Basal 
manifold assembly 500 is shown in FIG. 13 as comprising 
a three-dimensional assembly of three perforated plates and 
two partitioned elements which are easily and inexpensively 
formed and which comprise a two-level network of passage 
ways which allow for the mounting, close-coupling, and 
integration of critical fuel cell System components, including 
heat eXchangers, combustors, fuel reformers, Solid-oxide 
fuel cell Stacks, check valves, threaded inserts, and catalyzed 
and non-catalyzed filters. Of course, while a five-component 
manifold is shown for simplicity, within the scope of the 
invention any two of the perforated plates obviously may be 
incorporated into the partitioned elements, through appro 
priate and obvious casting or moulding processes, Such that 
the manifold comprises only three elements. 

0055. It should be noted that manifold 500 is actually two 
mirror image manifolds 500-1,500-2 sharing some common 
features, for example, cathode air return from the StackS. 
Thus, reformate fuel flows from reforWER unit 1100 in two 
parallel streams to stacks 344 and 346 and is returned to 
reforWER 1100 in two parallel streams. Likewise, cathode 
air flow from air supply assembly 900 is divided into two 
parallel streams and enters into each manifold 500-1,500-2 
via mirror image couplings 902-1 and 902-2 (FIGS. 8-10 
and 13). Fuel cell assembly 400 thus is seen to have its fuel 
cell stacks 344,346 connected in series electrically but 
Serviced by gas flows in parallel. 
0056. For simplicity of presentation and discussion, 
except where functions are unique, the following construc 
tion and function is directed to manifold 500-1 but should be 
understood to be equally applicable to mirror-image mani 
fold 500-2. 

0057. Bottom plate 502 is the base plate for the manifold 
and forms the bottom for various chambers formed by 
combination of plate 502 with lower partitioned element 
504, defining a lower distribution element 505, as shown in 
FIG. 16. Intermediate plate 506 completes the chambers in 
element 504 and forms the bottom plate for upper parti 
tioned element 508, defining an upper distribution element 
509. Top plate 510 completes the chambers in element 508 
and forms the mounting base for fuel cell assembly 300, heat 
exchangers 600, and reforWER unit 1100, as described 
above. 

0.058. In operation, air enters a first bottom chamber 512 
via coupling 902-1, flows upwards through slots 514-1,514 
2,514-3 into heat exchanger 600-1, through the heat 
eXchanger conventionally where the air is heated as 
described below, downwards through slot 516-3 into a first 
upper chamber 518, thence through opening 520 in plate 506 
into a second lower chamber 522. In chamber 518, the 
heated air is controllably mixed with cool air entering the 
chamber via bypass connection 904-1 from air supply 
assembly 900. The tempered air flows upwards from cham 
ber 522 through opening 524 in plate 506 into a chamber 526 
which defines a cathode Supply plenum for Supplying reac 
tion and cooling air upwards through slotted openingS 528 to 
the cathode air flow passages in Stack 344. Spent air is 
returned from the cathodes via slotted openings 530 into a 
cathode return plenum 532 and flows downwards through an 
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opening 534 in plate 506 into a common cathode air return 
runner 536 leading into a tail-gas combustor 1102 within 
reforWER 1100. 

0059) Hot reformate from reforWER 1100 enters mani 
fold 500-1 via opening 538 in top plate 510 and flows into 
chamber 540, thence downwards through opening 542 into 
a feed runner 544, and upwards through opening 546 into a 
chamber 548 defining an anode Supply plenum for stack 344. 
0060 Preferably, opening 546 defines a seat for a valve 
having a ball 550 (FIG. 14), preferably held in place by 
gravity, for allowing flow of reformate during operation but 
preventing flow of oxygen into the anodes when the System 
is shut down. Further, preferably, chamber 544 and/or 548 
contains an oxygen-reactive material (not shown here but 
indicated as 134 in FIG. 2), such as nickel wool, through 
which reformate may easily pass but which can Scavenge 
any oxygen passing by ball 550 on its way to the anodes. 
0061 Preferably, cathode supply chamber 522 and anode 
Supply chamber 544 are configured to maximize the area of 
the common wall between them, Such that chambers 522, 
544 define a co-flow heat exchanger which tends to decrease 
the temperature difference between the cathode Supply air 
and the anode Supply reformate. 
0062). From chamber 548, reformate flows upwards 
through slots 552 into the anode flow passages in stack 344. 
Spent reformate (“tail gas”) flows downwards through slots 
554 into an anode return plenum 556 and thence downwards 
through opening 558 into a reformate return runner 560. 
From runner 560, spent reformate flows upwards through 
opening 562 into elongate chamber 564 common with 
manifold 500-2 and thence through openings 566 into the 
tail-gas combustor 1102 in reforWER 1100. Preferably, 
opening 562 is also formed as a check valve Seat like 
opening 546 for receiving a check ball 563 preferably held 
in place by gravity for preventing reverse flow of oxygen 
into the anodes when the system is shut down. Further, 
preferably, chamber 556 and/or 560, like chamber 548, 
contains an oxygen-reactive material (not shown here but 
indicated as 134 in FIG. 2), such as nickel wool, through 
which the tail gas may easily pass but which can Scavenge 
any oxygen passing by ball 563 on its way to the anodes. 

0063 Burned tail gas from the combustor enters manifold 
500-1 via slot 568-3 and flows via slots 568-2,568-1 into 
bottom chamber 570 and thence through opening 572 into 
chamber 574 which acts as a Supply plenum for cathode air 
heat exchanger 600-1. Burned tail gas flows upward from 
chamber 574 through openings 576 and through heat 
eXchanger 600-1, thus heating incoming cathode air, return 
ing through openings 578 into chamber 580 and thence via 
openings 582 into a tempering jacket space 354 (FIG. 7) 
surrounding stack 344 between the fuel cells 311 and cover 
342. The stack is thus tempered by the exhaust gas. The 
burned tail gas returns from jacket 354 via openings 584 into 
an exhaust plenum comprising openings 586-3,586-2,586-1 
which is vented to the atmosphere by exhaust pipe 588 and 
pipe flange 590. 

0064) Referring to FIGS. 19 through 22, a reforWER 
1100 in accordance with the system is mounted on the upper 
surface of plate 510 (FIG. 18) over openings 566 and 568-3 
in manifold portions 500-1,500-2, as described below. 
ReforWER 1100 is generally laid out having a first portion 
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1104 for receiving, metering, and mixing liquid fuel and air, 
for vaporizing the fuel/air mixture, and for passing the 
vaporized mixture into a second portion 1106 for partially 
oxidizing the fuel in the mixture catalytically and passing 
the reformed fuel into manifold assembly 500. Portions 
1104,1106 are preferably joined by through bolts 1108. 
Portion 1106 also houses tail gas combustor 1102 as 
described below. 

0065 For clarity in the following description, the item 
numbers as originally shown in FIG. 2 are used, where 
appropriate, in FIGS. 19-22 in relating the flow paths and 
controls shown Schematically in FIG. 2 to the actual appa 
ratus shown in FIGS. 19-22; otherwise, numbers relating to 
reforWER 700 are in the 7XX Series. 

0.066 Referring to portion 1104, a fuel injection head 
1109 has an axial bore 1110 for receiving a fuel injector 
assembly 1112 comprising a fuel injector 102 which may be 
Similar to fuel injectors provided on conventional internal 
combustion engines. ASSembly 1112 further comprises an 
annular heat eXchanger 1116. Fuel is Supplied by fuel pump 
94 (FIG. 2) to entry fitting 1118 which communicates with 
eXchanger 1116, wherein the fuel is preheated, and then is 
fed by hose 1120 to injector 102. Preheating of the fuel also 
acts to cool the fuel injector and is a first waste energy 
recovery feature in accordance with the invention. Fuel is 
injected periodically, responsive to control System 200, into 
a mixing chamber 1122 adjacent head 1109. 
0067 Air is supplied to reforWER 1100 from air pump 
48 via line 74 past MAF 78 and through control valve 80, 
entering via T-fitting 1124 (omitted from FIG. 20 for clarity 
but shown in FIG. 19) wherein the air flow is divided into 
two portions. A first air flow passes through control valve 82 
and directly into a distribution header 1126 formed in head 
1108 for admission into mixing chamber 1122. A second air 
flow passes through feed tube 1128 along the length of 
reforWER 1100, thence through a pre-heat heat exchanger 
84 formed in portion 1106 adjacent combustor 1102, and 
returns through tube 1132 to header 1126 to be admitted to 
mixing chamber 1122. Regulation of control valve 82 con 
trols air flow through exchanger 84 and hence the average 
temperature of air entering the mixing chamber. Exchanger 
84 is a Second waste energy recovery feature in accordance 
with the invention. 

0068. In mixing chamber 1122, the injected fuel is vapor 
ized and turbulently mixed with both airportions. The mixed 
Vapor is passed through a porous “mixing foam’1134 into a 
start combustor chamber 77 provided with a mixed vapor 
ignition means, preferably an igniter 79. Warm-up of system 
1000 is shortened by igniting mixed vapor in chamber 77, 
responsive to control System 200, and passing the hot 
combustion exhaust forward directly through the plates in 
reformer 106 and the anodes in stacks 44.46. Preferably, the 
exhaust additionally is circulated via manifold 500 through 
the jacket Spaces 354 in the Stacks before being discharged 
to the atmosphere, thus abstracting the maximum thermal 
benefit therefrom. A porous flame arrester 1136 prevents 
flashback from the reformer 106 into chamber 77. Once the 
reformer plates reach operating temperature and the 
reformer is in normal reforming mode, igniter 79 may be 
deactivated. Note that, Since burning reformate is cleaner 
than burning liquid fuel, any unused reformate produced 
while the Stack is warming up can be cleanly burned in the 
main combuster to further heat the StackS. 
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0069. ReforWER portion 1106 is essentially a plate 
reformer 106 and heat eXchanger encased in a metal enclo 
Sure 1107 which Sealable mates with the wall 1109 of 
chamber 77. Further, portion 1106 preferably includes a 
sturdy bottom plate 1111 for mounting against plate 510 in 
manifold 500. Portion 1106 comprises a plurality of prefer 
ably identical reformer plates 1138, each of which is coated 
on one side, designated here for clarity as side A (FIG. 21), 
with a hydrocarbon-reforming catalyst. Plates 1138 are 
coated on opposite side B (FIG. 22) with a catalytic wash 
coat for reduced CO and hydrocarbon emissions from com 
bustor 1102. The plates are stacked in alternating order such 
that each Side A faces another Side A and each Side B faces 
another side B. 

0070 Sides A are separated by sealing reformer spacers 
1140 (FIG. 21) such that a reforming space is created 
between each pair of sides A. Mixed vapor flows across the 
catalyst on Sides A, is reformed to reformate fuel, and passes 
through reformate ducts 1142 formed by cooperation of the 
plates and Spacers, which ducts engage opening 538 in 
manifold 500 (FIG. 13) for conveying reformate to the fuel 
cell Stacks as described above. 

0071 Sides B are separated by sealing combustorspacers 
1144 (FIG. 22) such that a combustion exhaust space is 
created between each pair of sides B. Spacers 1144 prevent 
cross-contamination of reformate with exhaust. Tail gas 
from the anodes in the stacks is fed to combustor 1102 from 
manifold 500 as described above, and is ignited periodically 
by an igniter 1145 disposed in a head housing 1147 defining 
an upper end of combustor 1102. Exhaust from combustor 
1102 flows across sides B, heating plates 1138 from side B 
and thus enhancing the fuel reforming proceeding on Side A, 
and passes through exhaust ducts 1146 formed by coopera 
tion of the plates and Spacers, which ducts engage openings 
568-3 in manifold 500 (FIG. 13) for conveying combustor 
exhaust to cathode air heat exchangers 600-1,600-2 as 
described above. Exchange of combustor heat between sides 
B and A is a third waste energy recovery feature in accor 
dance with the invention. 

0072 Preferably, reforWER 1100 includes a first tem 
perature sensor 1148 disposed in chamber 77 for sensing the 
temperature of mixed vapor entering the reformer, a Second 
temperature sensor 1150 disposed in one of exhaust ducts 
1146 for sensing the temperature of the combustor exhaust 
after heat loSS to the reformer; a third temperature Sensor 
1152 disposed within combustor 1102 for sensing the com 
bustion temperature; and a fourth temperature sensor 1154 
disposed in one of reformate ducts 1142 for Sensing the 
temperature of reformate leaving the reforming unit 1100. 

0073. Thus reforWER 1100 is seen to be an integrated 
reforming unit comprising a hydrocarbon fuel reformer; an 
integral tail gas and cathode air combustor and reformer heat 
eXchanger; a fuel pre-heater and fuel injector cooler; a fuel 
injector and fuel/air mixer and vaporizer; a reforming air 
pre-heater, a reforming air temperature control valve and 
means, and a pre-reformer Start-up combustor. The integra 
tion of a plate reformer, tail gas combustor, and combustor 
gas heat eXchanger allows for efficient operation modes of 
the reformer. Specifically, the reformer may be operated in 
an endothermic mode (Steam reforming, as is known in the 
art, but not shown) wherein the combustor gas heat 
eXchanger and combustor provide the energy for the reform 
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ing function. In exothermic reforming mode, as discussed 
herein, the combustor gas heat eXchanger aids in the tem 
perature regulation of the reformer and reduces significant 
thermal gradients in the unit. 
0074) Referring to FIGS. 2, 10, 23, and 24, an air supply 
system 900 for fuel cell system 1000 is shown. As in the 
reforWER description and figures above, numbers from 
FIG. 2 will be used where appropriate; otherwise, elements 
of system 900 are indicated by 9XX numbers. 
0075. A conventional high speed inlet air pump 48 draws 
inlet air 50 through an air filter 52, past a first MAF sensor 
54, through a Sonic silencer 56 which may be a resonance 
chamber, and through a cooling shroud 58 Surrounding 
pump 48. 
0.076 Air output 60 from pump 48, at a pressure sensed 
by pressure sensor 61, is conveyed via inlet 906 into a 
manifold block 908 having a central plenum 910. A first feed 
from plenum 910 is conveyed as combustor cooling air 64, 
via a second MAF sensor 68 and control valve 70 disposed 
in block 908. Cooling air 64 enters manifold 500 via a 
flexible connector 912 (FIG. 13) and is mixed therein with 
spent cathode air in cathode air return 536 (FIG. 16) and 
passed to combustor 1102 as described above. A second feed 
from plenum 910 is conveyed as reformer air feed 74 to 
hydrocarbon fuel vaporizer 76 via a third MAF sensor 78 
and reformer air control valve 80. 

0077 Cathode air feed 75 from plenum 910 is controlled 
by cathode air control valve 86, is divided into flows 75-1 
and 75-2, and is sent as the primary cathode air flows to 
cathode air heat exchangers 600-1,600-2 via flexible con 
nectors 902-1902-2, respectively, as described above. Cath 
ode bypass air feed 87 from plenum 910 is also divided into 
two flows 87-187-2 and is sent as the bypass cathode air 
flows via flexible connectors 904-1,904-2, respectively, for 
combination in manifold 500 with heated cathode air flows 
from heat exchangers 600-1,600-2, as described above. 
Varying the volume of air passing through control valve 88 
varies the temperature of the cathode air Sent to the StackS. 
0078 Integrated air supply system 200 thus provides and 
controls all the air flows required in system 1000. 
0079 An SOFC system 1000 in accordance with the 
invention is especially useful as an auxiliary power unit 
(APU) for vehicles 136 (FIG. 12) on which the APU may be 
mounted, Such as cars and trucks, boats and ships, and 
airplanes, wherein motive power is Supplied by a conven 
tional engine and the auxiliary electrical power needs are 
met by an SOFC system. 
0080. An SOFC assembly in accordance with the inven 
tion is also useful as a Stationary power plant Such as, for 
example, in a household or for commercial usage. 
0081) While the invention has been described by refer 
ence to various Specific embodiments, it should be under 
stood that numerous changes may be made within the Spirit 
and Scope of the inventive concepts described. Accordingly, 
it is intended that the invention not be limited to the 
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described embodiments, but will have full scope defined by 
the language of the following claims. 
What is claimed is: 

1. A fuel cell System for generating electric power by 
combination of oxygen with reformate fuel, comprising: 

a) a plurality of individual fuel cells organized into at least 
one fuel cell Stack assembly including a plurality of 
cathodes and anodes, 

b) a reformer unit for combining hydrocarbon fuel and air 
into a fuel/air mixture and having catalytic elements in 
a reformer assembly for reforming Said mixture to 
provide Said reformate fuel to anode flow Spaces in Said 
Stack assembly; and 

c) a combustor chamber disposed within said reformer 
unit ahead of Said catalytic Surfaces and containing 
mixture-ignition means for controllably igniting Said 
mixture to provide a hot combustor exhaust gas when 
temperatures in Said fuel cell System are Sub-optimal, 
which exhaust gas upon passing from Said combustor 
chamber through Said reformer assembly and Said fuel 
cell Stack assembly assists in elevating temperatures 
therein and thereof. 

2. A fuel cell System in accordance with claim 1 further 
comprising a control System, and wherein timing of ignition 
of Said fuel/air mixture in Said combustor chamber is con 
trolled by said control system. 

3. A fuel cell System in accordance with claim 1 wherein 
said fuel cells are solid-oxide fuel cells. 

4. A fuel cell system in accordance with claim 1 wherein 
Said System is mounted on a vehicle. 

5. A fuel cell system in accordance with claim 4 wherein 
Said vehicle is Selected from the group consisting of car, 
truck, boat, and airplane. 

6. A fuel cell system in accordance with claim 5 wherein 
Said System is an auxiliary power unit for Said vehicle. 

7. An automotive vehicle, comprising a fuel cell System 
for generating auxiliary power for Said vehicle, Said System 
including 

a plurality of individual fuel cells organized into at least 
one fuel cell Stack assembly including a plurality of 
cathodes and anodes, 

a reformer unit for combining hydrocarbon fuel and air 
into a fuel/air mixture and having catalytic elements in 
a reformer assembly for reforming Said mixture to 
provide Said reformate fuel to anode flow Spaces in Said 
Stack assembly, and a combustor chamber disposed 
within Said reformer unit ahead of Said catalytic Sur 
faces and containing mixture-ignition means for con 
trollably igniting Said mixture to provide a hot com 
bustor exhaust gas when temperatures in Said fuel cell 
System are Sub-optimal, which exhaust gas upon pass 
ing from Said combustor chamber through Said 
reformer assembly and Said fuel cell Stack assembly 
assists in elevating temperatures therein and thereof. 
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